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ABSTRACT
This study of the experiences of women volunteers in an Australian 
breastfeeding association was undertaken in a socio-political context where 
there has been a decrease in state provision of welfare services in favour of 
private volunteer agencies. Public health budgets have been stretched and a 
decline in public funded welfare services has led to a need for more volunteers. 
According to Australian statistics changing lifestyles impact on who volunteers 
and where they volunteer, particularly in major cities of a multicultural 
Australian society. The Australian Association for Breastfeeding (AAB), a 
pseudonym used in this thesis for confidentiality, has a history over some 
decades of providing services to breastfeeding women using volunteers and has 
been affected by these kinds of shifts in the socio-political sphere.
This research was undertaken to explore the concerns and types of support 
experienced by women in their ongoing work as volunteer breastfeeding 
educators. There has been little research on volunteerism in women's self-help 
breastfeeding associations and no studies of women's experiences as volunteer 
breastfeeding educators in Australia. The study aimed to investigate their 
commitment and concerns at a time of changing expectations in their volunteer 
roles of providing free, community-based education for mothers' breastfeeding 
needs in Australia, so that these volunteer roles could be sustained in the 
future.
Key issues impacting on the experiences of being a volunteer breastfeeding 
educator in the AAB were expressed in the thesis as an original explanatory 
conceptual framework of constructs from socio-political conceptual factors and 
aspects from volunteer education self-help practice. This framework was used 
to interpret the volunteers' perspectives of their experiences in an
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exploratory/qualitative research design. As a volunteer with the AAB myself, I 
was an insider researcher and conducted face-to-face interviews along the 
eastern seaboard of Australia with 15 women volunteer breastfeeding educators 
who responded to circulated notices in the AAB. The findings from seven of 
the 15 were analysed in-depth as a generational cohort for their perspectives 
based on their experiences in: (i) volunteer work; (ii) volunteer education; and 
(iii) sense of identity that offered a window into how strategic changes occur in 
the AAB in response to changing times.
Thus, this research shows that the experiences of these seven volunteer 
breastfeeding educators working in a not-for-profit self-help association 
analysed in depth gave them a normative commitment to help mothers who 
contact them. Their commitment was expressed as agentic and communal 
values or motives to provide a relevant service and achieve their tasks in the 
roles they have as volunteers. They took on a variety of leadership roles in the 
AAB and experienced stress and frustrations in balancing volunteering and 
work/family life. It was found that their volunteer work for a cause they 
believed in was not a mere pastime and influenced their sense of identity as 
informed, collegial, co-operative and accomplished members of Australian 
society. Their views shed light on how the AAB might be proactive in 
becoming a multicultural Association. Findings from their perspectives on 
changing expectations for their volunteer roles in a self-help association led to 
recommendations for guiding learning and growth in not-for-profit 
organisations that manage volunteers.
Smith Women volunteers in an Australian breastfeeding association experiencing changing expectations for their roles
List of Tables
Table 2.1 Female volunteers in Australia (1995-2000) 24
Table 2.2 Compassion of breastfeeding rates in Australia and Sweden 43 
Table 3.1 Areas of instrumental domain knowledge for trained
volunteer breastfeeding educators 67
Table 3.2 Generic skills and policy for all trained volunteer
breastfeeding educators 68
Table 3.3 Communicative domain knowledge and skills for volunteer 
counselling and facilitation 79
Table 3.4 Explanatory conceptual framework 109
Table 4.1 Interview questions and their goals 126
Table 5.1 Households with access to a home computer: 2005-2006 165
Table 6.1 A range of possible roles available for trained and untrained 
members in the AAB prior to mid 2007 196
Table 7.1 Findings of Agentic and Communal motifs for Veronica 239
Table 7.2 Findings of Agentic and Communal motifs for Denise 242
Table 7.3 Findings of Agentic and Communal motifs for Katrina 246
Table 7.4 Findings of Agentic and Communal motifs for Mary-Anne 248
Table 7.5 Findings of Agentic and Communal motifs for Carry 252
Table 7.6 Findings of Agentic and Communal motifs for Bea 255
Table 7.7 Findings of Agentic and Communal motifs for Linda 257
Table 7.8 Summary of findings of Agentic motifs for
volunteer breastfeeding educators 261
Table 7.9 Summary of findings of Communal motifs for
volunteer breastfeeding educators 265
Table 8.1 Explanatory conceptual framework 276
Table F.l Breastfeeding rates of some (post-) industrialised countries 356 
Table F.2 Breastfeeding rates in Australia according to geographic area 
classified by Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage 1992-1995 360
Smith Women volunteers in an Australian breastfeeding association experiencing changing expectations for their roles vi
Table of Contents
Title page
Certificate of Authorship i
Acknowledgements ii
Abstract iv
List of Tables vi
Table of Contents vii
Appendices xi
1. Women volunteers supporting breastfeeding in Australian society
1.1 Introduction 1
1.2 Background and significance of the study 3
1.3 Rationale for the study 6
1.4 Specific research questions 9
1.5 Design of the study 9
1.6 Analysis of interview data 13
1.7 Structure of the thesis 13
2. Volunteerism and community health in Australia: Changes and 
challenges
2.1 Introduction 15
2.2 The scope of volunteering: Self-help and advocacy in the
Australian Association for Breastfeeding 18
2.2.1 Australia embraces volunteerism 21
2.2.2 Women's contribution to volunteerism in
Australia 23
2.2.3 Volunteerism: Motivation and commitment 25
2.3 Volunteerism and economic rationalist assumptions 34
2.3.1 Competition from commercial interests 36
2.3.2 Competition: Trade in free goods 38
2.4 Australian observance of the International Code of
Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes 41
2.4.1 Published breastfeeding rates and the
International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk 
Substitutes 42
2.4.2 Public health promotions underpinned by
the International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk 
Substitutes 45
Smith Women volunteers in an Australian breastfeeding association experiencing changing expectations for their roles vii
2.4.3 Competition from the health sector 49
2.5 The mutual obligation paradigm and private training 49
2.6 Conclusion 56
3. Volunteer education: Self-help practice in the Australian Association for
Breastfeeding
3.1 Introduction 57
3.2 Self-help practice for volunteer breastfeeding educators 60
3.3 Instrumental domain knowledge for self-help practice 63
3.3.1 Continuing education for volunteers as
situated learning 71
3.3.2 Affiliation as social learning for volunteers 75
3.4 Communicative domain knowledge and skills in
self-help practice 78
3.4.1 Care perspectives for volunteer self-help practice 85
3.4.2 Perceiving an ethic of care as motivation 91
3.5 Emancipatory domain knowledge in volunteer self-help
learning 94
3.6 Adult development and sense of identity 98
3.7 Conclusion 107
4. Research design: A process of hybridisation
4.1 Introduction 111
4.2 An interpretive inquiry 113
4.2.1. Social constructionism 113
4.2.2 Symbolic interactionism 116
4.2.3 The narrative paradigm 117
4.2.4 Co-construction of knowledge 119
4.2.5 Theoretical perspectives relevant to the thesis 120
4.3 Processes of the research design 121
4.3.1. The pilot study 122
4.3.2 The main study: The interview guide 125
4.3.3 Data collection: Recruitment 128
4.3.4 Interviewee profiles: Trends 130
4.3.5 The first interviews 131
4.3.6 The second interviews 134
4.4 Data interpretation: Reduction of the transcripts 135
4.4.1 Data analysis 136
4.4.2 Credibility of the data 138
4.5 Profiles of the seven participants 140








4.6 Ethical considerations 144
4.7 Conclusion 148
5. Volunteer breastfeeding educators' perspectives: Working in the 
Australian Association for Breastfeeding
5.1 Introduction 150
5.2 Self-help groups for breastfeeding support 152
5.2.1 Changing demographics and lifestyles 156
5.2.2 Support for mothers: More and more are working 162
5.3 What mothers want is education 164
5.3.1 Technology for learning to breastfeed 164
5.3.2 Self-help practice for breastfeeding education 167
5.3.3 Low attendance at meetings: "Just one of
those cycles" 171
5.3.4 A possible new model for local groups 173
5.4 Participants' views on implementation of policy
to support breastfeeding in Australia 175
5.4.1 Step 10.1 of the Baby Friendly Hospital Initiative 177
5.4.2 Multi-demensional health promotion in Australia 181
5.4.3 Breastfeeding support in Australia 184
5.5 Conclusion 188
6. Volunteer breastfeeding educators' perspectives: Education in the 
Australian Association for Breastfeeding
6.1 Introduction 192
6.1.2 Training programs experienced by the participants 194
6.2. Learning collaboratively at mother-to-mother local
meetings 198
6.2.1 Guiding trainees: Mentoring in the initial
eduction program 201
6.3 Gaining practical skills in the initial training and education 204
6.3.1 Situated learning as experienced over time 207
6.3.2 Volunteers' views of the system of continuing
Smith Women volunteers in an Australian breastfeeding assoeiation experiencing changing expectations for their roles ix
education 212
6.4 Strategic change in education and training for
volunteers as an RTO Association 224
6.5 Conclusion 229
7. Volunteer breastfeeding educators' perspectives: Gaining a sense of
identity from membership in the AAB
7.1 Introduction 234
7.2 A sense of identity as stories of desire: Agency and
Community values 236
7.3 Volunteers' perspectives of identity interlaced with the
society of Australian Association for Breastfeeding 238
7.3.1 Veronica: Identity as rule binding 238
7.3.2 Denise: Identity as a self starter 242
7.3.3 Katrina: Identity as responsibility 245
7.3.4 Mary-Anne: Identity as knowledgeable 247
7.3.5 Carry: Identity as independence and togetherness 252
7.3.6 Bea: Identity as personal growth 255
7.3.7 Linda: Identity as status 256
7.4 Volunteers stories of desire as Agentic and Communal
motifs 260
7.4.1 Discussion of findings on the Agentic motif 261
7.4.2 Discussion of findings on the Communal motifs 265




8.2 Main contributions to knowledge 277
8.3 A reflective view of my role as researcher and the
research design 283
8.4 Limitations of the study 286
8.5 Future directions for research 287
8.6 Recommendations for not-for-profit organisations using
volunteers 288
Bibliography 292
Smith Women volunteers in an Australian breastfeeding assoeiation experiencing changing expectations for their roles x
Appendices
Appendix A: La Leche League NZ Interview Question Guide 
for Pilot Study
A.l Question schedule for pilot study 333
A.2 Research interview guide for pilot study 334
A. 3 Consent form to participant in pilot study 335
Appendix B: Australian Association for Breastfeeding Question 
Guide for Pilot Study
B. l Question schedule for main study 336
B.2 Research interview guide for main study 337
B.3 Consent form to participate in main study 338
Appendix C: University of Technology, Sydney (UTS)
Human Research Ethics Approval 339
Appendix D: Australian Association for Breastfeeding 
Code of Ethics
D.l Introduction 340
D.2 AAB Code of Ethics 341
D.3 Membership matters 345
Appendix E: Diagram of Australian Association for
Breastfeeding reporting and local group, regional, state and 
national structural levels 346
Appendix F: Trends in breastfeeding in several (post) industrialised 
countries and signatory status to the WHO Code
F.l A brief history of breastfeeding 347
F.2 A brief discussion of sociological views of the decline of
breastfeeding 351
F.3 the World Health Organisation (1981)
International Code of the Marketing of
Breast-milk Substitutes 354
F.3.1 The United States 357
F.3.2 Canada 358
Smith Women volunteers in an Australian breastfeeding assoeiation experiencing changing expectations for their roles xi
F.3.3 Japan 358
F.3.4 United Kingdom 358
F.3.5 New Zealand 359
F.3.6 Sweden 359
F.3.7 Australia 359
Appendix G: Transcript excerpts displaying Agentic and 
Communal motifs
G.l Explanatory frameworks in contemporary literature 
on sense of identity 362
G.2 Narrative typology and sense of identity 363
G.2.1 Agentic motifs 364
G.2.2 Communal motifs 365
Smith Women volunteers in an Australian breastfeeding association experiencing changing expectations for their roles xii
